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A brand can be a name, a logo, and/or a packaging style which uniquely identifies a product or a service and differentiate them from their competitors. A good brand communicates product superiority to consumers, thus increasing their perceived value. In the marketing literature, this increased value is known as brand equity, i.e. a set of intrinsic product attributes related to perceived quality and knowledge of a brand. From a customer-based perspective, brand equity refers to a general predisposition towards a brand composed of brand loyalty, name awareness, perceived quality and brand association. 
The effect of brand on consumer preferences for real and virtual goods and/or services is largely documented in consumer psychology and marketing. Yet, with the exception of studies of trust and the emerging field of captology, this effect has attracted scarce attention from the HCI community. This paper will present results from two unpublished studies showing that brand plays a major role on the way people perceive and evaluate web-sites. In particular, brand seems to be an influential factor affecting the evaluation of the web-site aesthetics. 
Study 1
The first study addresses the role of brand association on the evaluation of two live websites of multinational sports company (Nike and Reebok). The websites were the UK-wide portals for the company and featured various product lines (e.g. football, women, sports fashion, etc.) as well as an e-commerce store section. Both websites were professionally designed in a modern and engaging style. They included animations and some level of interactivity, such as online-games or user-generated content portals. However, the Reebok website was designed in a more traditional HTML-style with some animated and interactive elements in selected sections. The Nike website, on the other hand featured animations and some level of interactivity across the entire website. The websites were evaluated in May 2006. They did not change significantly within the evaluation period. 

A total of 184 students participated in the study as part of their course-work for an HCI course. Participants were randomly assigned to a web-site, 79 students evaluated the Nike website, while 105 evaluated the Reebok website. Participants were given the task to visit as many parts of the website as possible, taking notes of usability problems, comments, and opinions on an experimental booklet. A set of 5 information retrieval tasks were given to ensure that all participants would visit at least a few sections of the web-sites. At the end of the evaluation, participants had to evaluate the web-sites using a number of inventories for content quality, usability, aesthetics, and overall preference. Brand association was measured in a pre-test questionnaire.
Results indicated that, independent of the web-sites, brand association affected the perception of several dimensions of the user-experience, including service quality, usability, classical and expressive aesthetics, and the participants’ overall assessment of the web-sites. In all cases, participants tended to be more positive in their evaluation whenever they hold a more positive attitude towards the brand. 
Study 2

The second study was designed to validate results of experiment 1 in a more controlled setting. A section of McDonald web-site, providing information on healthy eating, was downloaded and manipulated to create a new fictional brand, called Fresh! The only changes made to the web-site were aimed to de-brand it, by removing any reference to the original brand. A new logo was created, featuring an apple and was used to cover all the famous M logos. A part from this graphical change, content, graphical layout and visual appearance were left as similar as possible.
Thirty participants were invited to interact with one of the two web-sites (McDonald vs. Fresh). The sample was composed of policeman and policewoman who volunteered their participation. The study was presented to the participants as an evaluation of the persuasiveness of a healthy eating campaign. Participants were randomly assigned to one of the two experimental conditions and asked to perform a number of Information Retrieval task. Then, they were invited to fill in a set of inventories, addressing a number of user-experience dimensions. Brand predisposition was also addressed by questionnaire items and a number of qualitative elicitation techniques. 
Results indicated that the effect of the web-site brand did not only affect participants evaluation of the web-site credibility but carried over to other aspect of the user experience more closely associated to the web-site design, such as classical aesthetics, expressive aesthetics and service quality. As expected, Fresh! was perceived as more credible than Mc Donald. On the other hand, Mc Donald received a better evaluation of several design quality of the web-site, with particular reference to service quality, expressive and classical aesthetics.
